out of bounds
Luciana Iwamoto

out of bounds
A thesis presented in partial fulfillment of the requirements for
the degree Master of Fine Arts in Textiles in the Department
of Textiles of the Rhode Island School of Design, Providence,
Rhode Island
by
Luciana Iwamoto
May 2021
Approved by Master’s Examination Committee:

____________________________________________________________________
Anais Missakian
Senior Critic, Department of Textiles, Thesis Chair
____________________________________________________________________
Lisa Scull
Senior Critic, Department of Textiles, Thesis Advisor
____________________________________________________________________
Liliane Wong
Professor, Department of Interior Architecture, Thesis Advisor

contents

Abstract 7
Out of Bounds (Essay) 9
Out of Bounds (Thesis Exhibition) 18
Transient Façade 20
Immersion 25
Permanent Transition 28
Other Developments 36
Bibliography 39

6 out of bounds

abstract

Humans have an inescapable desire for rationality, structure,
and order. We seek efficiency and certainty in our individual
and communal lives. We have been encouraged to believe that
most things are under our control until something strikes us
and brings to consciousness the limits of our knowledge.
It’s usually nature’s wild power that overwhelms our faculty
of reason and reminds us of our limits. Philosophers called
this sensation of overwhelm in the face of nature the sublime
experience. In modern cities, surrounded by skyscrapers, we are
reminded of our own technological achievements, while nature
feels disconnected and distant. Yet, if we allow ourselves to be
vulnerable, even in urban environments, nature’s mysteriousness and ongoing transformation leads us to feel a full
spectrum of emotions as it plays with our perception and
imagination.
In my textile collection for interiors, I use the skyscraper and
its straight, repetitive lines as an underlying reference to our
own underlying structural laws and rationality, highlighting at
the same time how its reflective and translucent surfaces mirror the sky’s endless and active transformation. With emphasis
on materiality, form, texture, and color, my collection speaks
to the phenomena observable in both universes—rigid, urban,
man-made, alongside natural, transient, and vast—as a reminder that we and our achievements are part of nature’s power and
that we are, in some sense “one with the world.”
In this thesis book, I narrate the profound effects of nature
experienced by my grandmother and explore the history and
philosophy of the sublime, as well the concept of rationalism.
I also document my thesis collection, in which these concepts
are physically manifested to act as reminders of our vulnerability and humanity.
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out of bounds (essay)

The Sublime does not persuade audiences
but rather transports them out of themselves …
For true greatness is something that enriches the thoughts,
something that is hard, if not impossible to gainsay,
something that leaves an enduring,
indelible memory.
—Longinus, 1st to 3rd century AD

When I was growing up, I witnessed my grandmother gradually declining in memory, thinking, and reasoning skills due to
Alzheimer’s disease. This disorder has no cure; it is irreversible
and progressive and deeply interferes with cognitive abilities.
My grandmother couldn’t recognize her relatives, children,
or husband. Her sense of self and time drastically declined in
more advanced stages of the condition. Nevertheless, there was
one memory that would often emerge in her consciousness,
and this memory was her encounter with Mount Fuji.
My grandmother, a Brazilian of Japanese descent, was 62 years
old when she traveled to Japan for the first time, accompanied
by her husband who, although he was a naturalized Brazilian
citizen, was born in Japan. That was her first and only time
abroad. They spent three weeks there, visiting family and being
tourists in Kyoto, Nagoya, Hiroshima, Hamamatsu, and other
cities. After their return, my mother had the habit of asking my
grandmother questions about the trip to stimulate her memory.
Nothing she had seen or done registered in her consciousness,
except Mount Fuji. When recalling that majestic icon, her face
illuminated, she would say, “Fuji-san,” the way that Japanese
speakers refer to the mountain.
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My grandfather Osamu, aunt Stella, and grandmother
Izabel. Japan, 1995

Why would this be? Why would all of the temples, palaces,
and artifacts be obliterated from her memory, while Mount Fuji
endured somewhere, somehow, in her mind? Maybe it is because she led a very simple life in Brazil, or because she lived in
a small town her whole life, where nothing really extraordinary
happened, that something so grand would stand out. Maybe it
was because Mount Fuji, being the symbol of Japan, was closely
tied to her parents, her husband, and her heritage, so it brought
a sense of potent belonging. Or maybe Mount Fuji’s unrivaled
magnificence, which exceeds even the most treasured architecture, had the power to create a lasting memory that, although
faded and nebulous, invoked a feeling of awe that unmistakably
persisted.
/////
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Have you ever looked up at the night sky and thought about infinity? Or at a sunset and thought about how no two are exactly
alike? Or at clouds and noticed how fleeting and momentary
they are? Witnessing an ever-expanding, ever-changing sky fills
us with awe, sensation, and emotion in a way very little else
can. It is the ultimate expression of ungraspable nature, both in
our sight every day and always out of reach. If you live in a city,
like so many of us across the world, the sky may be the only
nature you can readily find to be experienced.
/////

Living in modern cities, we are surrounded by skyscrapers,
a powerful example of how humans modify the surroundings
for their needs and shape their own way of living. Modernist
skyscrapers, built primarily for efficiency, reflect how work
and leisure have been organized around mass production.
They reject all forms of ornamentation, favoring an engineering aesthetic, one based on the grid. According to art historian
Hannah Higgins, the grid has always been a foundation of our
material and visual world. From the bricks that comprised the
first built structures to the world map with its straight lines
organizing organic spaces to the codes that underlie our digital
technology, the grid is everywhere.¹

¹ Hannah B Higgins, The Grid Book (The MIT Press, 2009), 211
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Conceptually, the grid has a symbolic relationship to rational
principles. A network of horizontal and perpendicular lines,
flattened, geometricized, and ordered, the grid represents underlying structural laws and logical certainties. The most elemental expression of the grid is Descartes’ coordinate system,
where each point can be mapped onto x and y axes. Descartes’
views transcended mathematics and extended into his wordview. His statement “I think; therefore, I am” in his famous
Discourse on Method (1637), proposed a system of knowledge
based purely on rational thought. Being one of the first modern
rationalists, his perceptions laid the groundwork for debates
developed during the Enlightenment. “He (Descartes) ended up
with a view of the universe as a colossal machine, all functions
of which could be measured. Today, a mechanistic worldview
is still known as ‘Cartesian,’ and the belief that all questions
can be reduced to calculation is an indicator of modern problem-solving.”²
Cartesian thinking prioritizes the rational mind, implying that
knowledge is attained only by the action of human reason.
It posits an anthropocentric paradigm and suggests a separation between the observer (humans) and the observed (nature).
Theories of nature and the sublime present a reaction to rationalism, questioning the assumption that human nature was
rooted in such rational concepts. The Romantics, who drew
deeply upon the concept of the sublime, saw nature, wild nature, as pure and uncorrupted, disintegrating the orderly structure erected through human analysis and rationality during
the era of Enlightenment.

² James M. Glover, “Can We Stop Trying to Control Nature?,” International Journal of Wilderness, vol. 6 no.1 (April 2000)
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Nature’s power to evoke human response and particularly
transcendent emotions has been debated since late antiquity.
For centuries, writers, composers, painters, and poets
have revered nature and appreciated its ability to inspire
awe and wonder, while philosophers, physicians,
researchers, and politicians have made regular
reference to its restorative qualities.
The concept of the sublime is usually traced back to the
Greek critic Longinus, but it was defined precisely in 1757
by Edmund Burke in his treatise
A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas
of the Sublime and Beautiful.
Etymologically, the word sublime comes from the Latin sublimis
(elevated; lofty), derived from the prefix sub, meaning “up to.”
It points towards the undefined, that which is
beyond comprehension, obscure, and mysterious,
not something that is analyzed, proven, demonstrated,
or precisely contained in words.
In his treatise, Burke described nature as the most sublime phenomenon,
capable of generating the strongest emotions the individual is capable of feeling.
He states that due to its vastness and power, it is within nature
—in dramatic skies, landscapes, volcanos, glaciers, and seas—
that one can be immersed by universal and paradoxical feelings of
transcending vulnerability and experiencing awe.
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The sublime is not only awe-inspiring; it is a humbling
reminder of our place in the grand scheme of nature.
When we lose ourselves in the contemplation of the infinite
extent of the world, we realize ideas about human place, size, and importance
within the vast organization of the universe.
At the same time, we feel ourselves as individuals,
as living bodies entangled in nature.
While we may be an insignificant, ephemeral appearance that dissolves
into the whole of the world, this sensation does not bring us down;
but rather it elevates us, as we understand we are unified with nature.
Nature has a unique power to be universally engaging to all who witness it,
allowing its sublime power to consume us,
our emotions to overwhelm our rationality,
and our idea that scientific rationalization can control nature.
It separates us from our Anthropocene views.

Thinnapob Proongsak, Shuttertock.com
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Due to its immensity, the skyscraper, while a human creation,
can evoke the sublime. Kant, the great 18th-century German
philosopher, who published Observations on the Beautiful and
the Sublime in 1764, argued that there is no limit to our mathematical apprehension of size, as numerical concepts go up to
infinity, but there is a limit to our aesthetic comprehension of
size. Our imagination can only go so far. When we stand before
a skyscraper’s majestic proportions, we attempt to aesthetically
comprehend the size of our surroundings; the size of the walls,
windows, doors, using our intuition. However, when facing
a skyscraper, as we try to grasp its immensity, this process
eventually collapses into a feeling of confusion and bewilderment. The skyscraper is too large for us to grasp; we simply
cannot comprehend its immensity. Our inability to understand
the magnitude of a sublime event demonstrates the inadequacy
of our sensibility and imagination.
However, the sublime occurs through more than a largeness
of scale. Although many skyscrapers are taller than clifftops
and potentially evoke the sublime, they do not possess a force
as boundless and powerful as a natural phenomenon. People
often marvel at the sight of humanity’s achievement, but these
achievements are overshadowed by the power of nature. I share
the same views as many philosophers—that human creation
is at best an “impurely” sublime. Nature is a force that existed
much before humanity and will continue to exist indefinitely.
When I think about the reason my grandmother didn’t forget
Mount Fuji, I can’t help but think about how the depth of nature’s complexities and ongoing transformations demonstrate
forces at play that greatly exceed our comprehension. Sublime
nature led my grandmother to be emotionally present in a way
she had not been for a long time.
Inspired by this breakthrough in her awareness, I have tried
to incorporate the mystery, the phenomena, and the forces of
nature’s elements—most of all the infinite, ever-changing sky—
into my grid-based textiles. I hope that those who encounter
my textiles are reminded that we can trust both our intellect
and our senses; and most of all our universal connection to
nature.
/////
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out of bounds (thesis exhibition)

For my final textile collection, I created three pieces that aim
to convey the transformative, mysterious, and ever-changing
quality of natural phenomena, and make us realize that we are
unified with nature, in spite of our achievements and rationality. Such fleeting, layering effects as the sky and its transitions
are physically manifested in my work through emphasis in
scale, materiality, color, form, and transparency. An underlying
grid and regularity serves as a metaphor for our intellect, and
at the same time gives us a point of reference for scale.
I hope that each one of my textiles engage with its surroundings and with the viewer, bringing nature’s ubiquitous layering
of forces into enclosed spaces, where it is not usually found.
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transient façade

silk straw, monofilament, 108 x 32 in.

This handwoven panel is a prototype for an architectural-scale
window screen and vertical space definer. Made with 100% silk
straw, a material with a subtle sheen and texture, this panel
was woven with different densities to provide more or less
transparency in each unit. Each rectangle represents a window
in a skyscraper, providing a reference of scale and magnitude,
and they overlap slightly differently to create an irregular
grid. Dip-dyed darker shapes represent the ephemeral, fleeting
shadows reflected on the translucent, permanent façade
of a building and how it distorts the shape of clouds, and at the
same time mark the inevitable passing of time and transient
moments of wonder and awe.
To me, the simplicity of this piece and its many deliberate,
subtle irregularities represent the elusive, perplexing layering
of forces that is not overwhelming but is hard to grasp in its totality. It also aims to humbly remind us of our infinitesimal size
in the face of the vast and powerful. I hope that the presence
of this textile in an interior space brings depth, shadows, and
interaction with the surroundings, bringing the mysteriousness
of nature inside.
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immersion

aluminum screen, cotton yarn, 80 x 36 in.

This piece, composed of a handwoven fabric panel hung in
front of wallpaper, represents a moment of continuous interplay between the tangible and the intangible, the substantial
and the transcendental. It speaks about how contrasting elements influence one another and how their encounter is inevitable in the urban environment, as they are components of the
same, grand scheme of nature.
Woven with a hand-dyed gradient warp interlaced with folded aluminum screen strips, this panel has a form and depth in
itself, which catches light and casts shadows on the wallpaper
behind it. Its color dissipates or concentrates depending on
where the viewer is positioned and interferes with the wallpaper’s pattern visibility.
The handwoven panel, which transitions to yellow, orange,
and pink at the front (and different hues of blue at the back),
obscures the wallpaper’s clear, striped pattern. The visibility of
each piece depends on their overlapping colors and contrast.
The interaction of light and shadow, color and texture, and the
blending of both components creates an observable, engaging
experience that only emerges when the two pieces are together,
influencing and informing one another equally.
This piece hopes to demonstrate how different universes—
whether physical or emotional—impact one another, and how
our encounters with these universes is inevitable and present
around us. The result is an interplay of contrasts, where nothing is crisp, clear, homogenous, and sterile, but instead holds
some unknown force.
I hope that my piece transforms a space by conveying nature’s
intriguing and mesmerizing experience through depth, color,
texture, and pattern, and perhaps raises awareness about the
many forces at play in our experiences outside.
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permanent transition

merino wool, rayon, metallic yarn, 48 w x 18.25 h x 17 d in.

Permanent Transition is a bench upholstered in pleated jacquard that aims to represent the contrast between nature’s
phenomena and its ever-changing transformation in relation
to humankind’s rationality.
The textile is composed of two sections that shift on each side
of the bench: the solid pleated side with its diagonal pattern,
and the pinstriped rayon colorful gradient. The solid bands and
the golden diagonal pattern are regular and in repeat, as a
metaphor for our intellect translated in an orderly structure.
The pinstriped section, in contrast, doesn’t repeat over the
length of the bench, suggesting the vast, dynamic transition of
the sky.
This textile was woven on the jacquard loom using five different colors of yarns striped in a specific sequence and combination. Due to the phenomenon of simultaneous contrast, the
influence that two adjacent colors have on each other, I was
able to control the luminosity, temperature, and hue’s perception throughout the fabric’s length. As this is a perceptual
effect and not a physical one, the arrangement of the five colors
could represent the sunset transition of many colors, a natural
phenomenon known as scattering.
To further contrast natural phenomena and human intellect, I
explored material choices: the opaqueness and softness of the
wool in a solid dark color contrasting with the golden metallic
yarn that reflects light and translates the glare on the reflective surface found in skyscrapers. The diagonal pattern and the
solid wool bands dissolve and disintegrate in the gradient of
color, which shifts depending on the viewer’s position, giving it
a transformative and fleeting quality.
This piece ultimately aims to transform a space by providing
a visual and tactile experience. It speaks to our awareness
when experiencing a compelling, everchanging force, and how
it challenges our intellect and rationality, as it can’t be easily
explained or contained in words.
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other developments

A sampling of investigations that have not yet cohered into a
complete project, but I hope to continue pursuing and completing in the future

Reflective Panel
Handwoven
Cotton yarn and semi-transparent film
The images above show the same sample, with different sections of the
wallpaper perpendicular to it. Like the reflective façade of a building, this
panel interacts with its surroundings’ light and colors.
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Pleated Textiles Studies
Jacquard Samples
Merino wool, rayon, metallic yarn
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